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“ARE WE BECOMING A NATION OF CONFORMISTS?” 


ANNOUNCER: ‘TOWN MEETING tonight originates in New York City, where l,,000 members of 
the Young Women's Christian Association are gathered in their Triennial Convention, The 
occasion is especially significant as this is the Centennial year of the YWCA and the be- 
ginning of National YWCA Week, Founded in 1855 in London, by a small group of women, the 
organization is at work in 65 countries, with a membership of three million in the United 
States alone, The YW is active in more than 1300 commnities in this country, and is the 
parent organization of the National Federation of Business and Professional Women's Clubs. 
From the first, YWCA activities have been motivated by a deeply rooted Christian purpose, 
expressing itself in deeds. This purpose has given strength, meaning and unity to a broad 
program of action around the world. Our greetings, then, to the members of the YWCA. 

Now, to preside as Moderator of our discussion, here is the well-known Washington com 
mentator, Gunnar Back. Mr. Back! | 


MR. BACK: Thank you, and good evening. This is TOWN MEETING'S second visit to the | 
attractive Assembly Hall of the National Board of the YWCA, and our broadcast is being at~- 
tended tonight by YW members from all over the United States, as well as other parts of 
the world, Y-teens and friends of this very fine organization, We're very glad to be here: 
again for a second time, 

Now we regard ourselves as a free people, we Americans do, free to think what we like: 
and pretty mich do what we like, within certain bounds, of course, but only the absolute ~ 
necessary bounds, we insist. That's what makes our country the special country it is, tha) 
country we think will hold up to the fearful challenges it is undergoing, because we can | 
speak out and be heard as our conscience impels us to, and because we have the free right 
to knowledge and to go where it takes us, 

In addition to that, we're a fairly wealthy country and most of us have never before 
felt as able as we are now to take advantage of the always increasing choices we have, to 
make life more enjoyable and richer in mind and body. But, if you've been reading much a 
all lately, you know that there are quite a few things wrong with this picture I have 
painted. Not the normal things you could expect to find wrong with our kind of society, 
but some serious wrongs, and whether we are aware of it or not, it doesn't fit the picture 
of freedom as I have described it. 

In Washington, where I live and work, for example, I see a friend recently lose an 
important job for which he was eminently qualified (and it was not a policy-making job) 
because someone in higher authority thought, just thought, that my friend once was found 
arguing in favor of admitting Red China to the United Nations. You don't need to be re- 
minded that for some years now we've been concerned -- or ought to have been -- about 
whether thinking the so-called right thing, the thing that doesn't get you in trouble witH 
current authority, is the easiest way out in these dangerous times, That's one thing tha 
been sharply real and frightening. Then there is the mechanical age we hear so much abou 
the television lately, for example, and the knowledge that millions of Americans spend twa 
three and four hours a day before it, absorbing what is offered by people whose main ob- | 
jective is to give them what they want because those who control it are in the business oii 
making money. And as we look over the book lists and the titles of articles and magazines 
these days, you see questions being raised all the time about whether we're becoming a nai 
of conformists -- conforming to what others decide for us in thought and taste -- some say 
surrendering to the majority rule in government, surrendering to the majority in the arts” 
and standardizing as science dictates and mass communication pushes us along, 

Tonight TOWN MEETING thought it might be well to explore what I have so sketchily suj| 
gested, under the title "ARE WE BECOMING A NATION OF CONFORMISTS?" One of our speakers | 
thinks the danger is so great that he has put his arguments into a book called "THE AGE 
OF CONFORMITY." He is Alan Valentine. Taking the other view is Mrs, Lisle Carter who 
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says that our history is the story of one victory after the other against an over-con- 
formity. I know Mrs, Carter will not object if I introduce first the man whose book 
"THE AGE OF CONFORMITY" focused attention on the problem, and prompted our discussion 
this evening. roe 7b B 

Dr. Alan Valentine, a former Rhodes scholar, for fifteen years was President of the 
University of Rochester. In 1950, he was appointed administrator of the Economic Stabili- 
zation Agency in Washington, He has been President of the Committee for a Free Asia and 
has worked with educational groups for a long time. Here is Dr, Alan Valentine! 


DR. VALENTINE: Gunnar, I have already received a side-light on this subject of con- 
formity from the audience, Just before we went on the air I noticed that you were asking 
; the audience for a show of hands as to whether or not they felt there was too much con- 
formity. I noticed that on both shows of hands, a number of the ladies turned around and 
, looked to see how the other hands went up before they put up their own. 
Let's not think of conformity as just being forced by someone to take the majority 
line in politics or ladies' hats -- here it seems to me considerable individuality is 
‘being expressed. Conformity can be voluntary and still be conformity, if it means that we 
, think or do things against our own inner judgment or sense of values. And conformity in 
-values and patterns of thinking can be just as harmful as enforced conformity to a politi- 
,cal creed, It can be harmful because variety is more than the spice of life; it is the 
Source of progress and ideas, Variety is also an ingredient of happiness to the individual, 
_for people are different and, therefore, have to find different forms of self-expression. 
If we all thought the same, if we all had the same opinions about everything from parity 
/prices for farmers to a painting by Dali, or the best way to spend Saturday night, our 
politics would lose by it, our culture would lose by it and individuals would lose their own 
sense of personal integrity. Democracy rests on the constant stimulus of new ideas of all 
sorts, from foreign policy to what is a good book, to what is the right way to bring up 
children. Democracy also rests on respect for the individual and on the individual's re- 
spect for himself, We all know that, but we have fallen into a way of life so organized 
that it is easier to think and do as other people think and do. We're all discouraging new 
ideas and individuality more than we realize, Pinta 
Let me add that some forms of conformity are a good thing, so long as they are not 
carried too far. We ought to conform to red and green lights and health laws and many other 
rules for our common welfare, on which our civilization is built. But the moment conformity 
comes to be regarded as desirable in itself, and not as a necessary sacrifice to the common 
good, it is stultifying and dangerous. 
Obviously, all Americans do not agree on everything; any newspaper or family discussion 
proves the contrary. If we are conformists in America, we are mostly voluntary conformists 
because we al] think the same things simply because it is easier to do so, or to pretend to 
think the same things because we think we'll get in wrong with someone if we do not. In our 
acceptance of the standard values, we're a little like the man who doesn't really want to 
take a drink at a cocktail party, but takes one anyhow so the others won't think he's trying 
to be different or superior -- or because he finds it easier to acquiesce than to make a 
fuss about it. And after while we get to like it -- or think we do, Our own world is so 
highly organized and standardized it makes the problem very much greater for us than any 
ious generation, 
‘or Reese there are some real dangers in the kind of mental conformity urged by men 
like Senator McCarthy, and the organizations that define Americanism in their own image, 
and then try to force it on the rest of us. Most of us are conscious of those dangers and 
fight them. But there is another danger we do not see so clearly, and that's the kind of 
conformity that sneaks up on us indirectly -- that leads us to let our children do things 
that we disapprove of because all the other parents let their children do them, that makes 
us stay silent when someone says something that seems outrageous, that makes us careful not 
to stick our necks out in all sorts of ways. As mass production standardizes our houses, 
our motor cars, our clothes, our reading matter and even our forms of entertainment, ae 
tends to standardize our values and our patterns of thought. When we hear identical radio 
programs , read identical required books and courses, and even take identical vacations, ee 
tend to have identical mental reactions, If this goes too far, we will cease to think an 
act as individuals because we will lack the imagination or the desire to do anything but 
follow the pattern. 


=< 


I don't know whether we are a nation of conformists as yet, but we may become one 
if our present process goes on mch longer. All of our mechanical development is pushing © 
us that way. So is the centralization of government and industry. So is the general in- 
fluence of education, which is concentrating more and more on preparing youth to accept, 
to "adjust" to society, rather than to improve it, and on training young people for jobs 
rather. than humane living. But, if we do become wholly conformist, it will not be pri- 
marily from political regimentation, but will be a price we have voluntarily paid for the 
comforts and securities of being and thinking like our neighbors. | 
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MR. BACK: Thank you very mech, Dr. Alan Valentine, And now, we turn to our second — 
speaker, A graduate of Smith College with a law degree from Fordham University, Mrs. Lisle 
C. Carter served for ten years as Assistant District Attorney for New York County. A mem- 
ber of educational and social work organizations, Mrs, Carter is a consultant now to the 
United Nations Economic and Social Council, and a member of the National Board of the Youn; 
Women's Christian Association, Welcome to TOWN MEETING, Mrs. Lisle Carter} | 


MRS. CARTER: You know, Mr. Back, I think that in this year 1955 it would be folly 
not to admit there are signs and portents which indicate that conformity could well become; 
the pattern of American life, if certain forces at work in our country today were allowed 
free play -- untrammeled and unchecked. But I believe so thoroughly in the American peopil 
and in their time-proven will and ability to meet and check those influences which would 4; 
tack the basis of individual freedom, that I do not believe that any forces at work in the: 
United States will destroy that freedom, { 

There are many, I know, who will call this view over-optimistic. But it was, I be- — 
lieve,. Thomas Macaulay who said: "No man who is correctly informed as to the past will »& 
disposed to take a morose or despondent view of the present," | 

Certainly, our history is one of victory after victory against conformity. The count: 
was settled by religious and social non-conformists., Our independence was won by those wii 
refused to conform to a colonial pattern. Our country was opened up by those who were re3é 
less in the status quo and moved on to push back the wilderness, A civil war was won by 
those who refused not only to conform to a policy of slaveholding, but who rejected crystaj 
izing patterns of industry and commerce as harmful to a new nation, Finally Isolationism | 
was rejected and two world wars and the Korean War were fought and supported because the 
majority of the American people value freedom and resent any agressions against it. 

I think these things were all possible because America is what it is -=- a strange mi 
ture of people stemming from many lands and many walks of life, holding varied political 
and religious beliefs; steeped in varied customs and traditions and bringing an instinct 
knowledge based upon the centuries of their heritage, but all having one thing in common | 
-- the ideal of individual freedom, Our differences are still with us today -- they have | 
flourished in a climate of freedom and are zealously guarded in every racial strain, in an 
religion, in politics and in every economic situation, 

Yet, we are told today that our freedom is in danger. It could be, but this decade 
again bears out the sense of victory against attempts at conformity which our long-range 
view of 350 years of history shows us. I do not intend to minimize the dangers which con- 
front us from the vociferous minority which often masks itself in patriotic guise. I do 
say that in each time of despair, one can eventually find the American people speaking 
either en masse or to their chosen leaders. Unfortunately, the minority is in preliminary) 
stages, the most vociferous -- this is necessary for them since they mst substitute noise 
for mumbers, This is not a new technique, All of us remember the biblical story of the 
Walls of Jericho and how few people were making the noise outside them, This has its 
modern counterparts, however, in unfortunately not such admirable causes, For instance 
Dr, George Gallup in a recent speech, pointed out the fact that in 19h0 polls proved mili«| 
tary conscription popular, The Universal Military Service Act of 191 might never have 
been passed had it not been for these polls because the noise, in this case telegrams to 
congressmen, was made largely by the minority. In other words, public opinion and public! 
expression are not synonymous, | 

The people do speak when freedom is threatened, For now I shall use just one or two) 
examples, Perhaps the most delicate non-military situation of this decade was created by | 
the McCarthy Investigation, It was the subject of wide interest not only at home, but 
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abroad, and yet it was brought to a conclusion by the Watkins report which censured Senator 
fcCarthy, not for saying what he believed, but remember -- for censuring others who dis- 
agreed with him, 

Another incident which was watched by all the world was the Supreme Court Decision of 
fay, 1954, on school segregation. I happened to be in southern France at the time. My 
Paris HERALD-TRIBUNE was always a day late, but before noon on the day after the decision 
bhree French readersofthe NICE MATIN had telephoned to me in a great state of excitement 
it this evidence of the United States breaking a pattern of conformity. 

In my own YWCA, of whose Centennial celebration this program is a part, there is evi- 
jence that there is no trend toward conformity, In 1946, the YWCA adopted an interracial 
sharter aimed at the elimination of discrimination and integration of all its services,. 

d we lose in membership? No, we have had steady growth, In the last two years we have 
gained a quarter of a million in membership, 

American patterns are changing. My own personal experiences in the past, as contrasted 
tith the present, illustrate something of what I mean, I am, as you know, an American of, 
among other, Negro origin. On the whole, I have had a happy and fortunate life, However, 
ny today differs from my yesterday, Now I feel that I am an American citizen. 

What I have tried to say is that our history is one of our citizens striving to iden- 
sify themselves with certain values, and so long as we can find meaning and justice, 
norality and the other elements of the man whom God created in his own image, we, as indi- 
viduals, cannot lose our own identity and sink into complete conformity, 


MR. BACK: Thank you, Mrs. Carter, I think we've pretty well set the ground now. Mr. 
Jalentine thinks we're becoming a nation of conformists and Mrs. Carter is inclined to be 
mich more optimistic about that. You listened to Mrs, Carter, Dr. Valentine, how do you 
reel? 
| DR. VALENTINE: Well, I share many of Mrs. Carter's sentiments, I certainly share 
what I think is her sense of satisfaction in the vote of censure of Senator McCarthy but, 
unfortunately, it seems to me that Senator McCarthy would not have had the power he once 
nad -- had he not had the support of a considerable number of, from my point of view -- 
nisguided Americans. They have not been disposed of. I'd like to ask Mrs, Carter whether 
ie doesn't feel that, although we have overcome Senator McCarthy, we paid a very high price 
for overcoming Senator McCarthy in terms of the attitude of the rest of the world toward us 
In its lack of confidence, and the disruption of Congress during that time; and whether she 
Joesn't feel that we may have difficulty in paying such high prices for our future McCarthys 
who will have the support, so far as I can see, of other mislead groups? 


MRS. CARTER: Indeed I do feel that we have paid a very high price for the mistakes 
of Senator McCarthy. But I must point out that this is not the first time in our history 
shat our Congress or our political life has been disrupted -- sometime for good causes and 
sometimes in bad causes. And, of course, we shall still have the people who supported 
Senator McCarthy. We've had them all along, that vociferous minority. They've followed 
sther false leaders -- Father Coughlin and others -- but what made McCarthy dangerous was 
a combination of circumstances which is very seldom found. Not only was he clothed with 
the dignity of public office, but he also had combined with it considerable financial back- 
ing. It is conceivable that you may again have that combination of the demagoguery, finan- 
tial backing and political cover, And it is conceivable that this could happen again. 


4 ; that now, as you 

DR. VALENTINE: Is it not, in fact, Mrs, Carter, rather dangerous dy 

point out, we have a onaecsuanulic is a senator, has had the support of a considerable nun- 
ser of well-to-do people, and of a very considerable number of the American people too? 


: Dr. Valentine and Mrs, Carter, before you go on -- if I may come in -- I 
a rer tust we look at this from the point of view of whether or not, growing out of 
icCarthyism, or whatever else you want to call it, whether you think we have reached a 
state of conformity of thought based on fear, because of which Americans do not speak out 
as freely, "stick their necks out" as you put it, Dr. Valentine. Could you put it on that 
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basis, What do you think, Mrs, Carter? I think that you were rather optimistic that 
that phase is going away. 


MRS. CARTER: I think so, I believe we pass through phases in the development of our 
country and of our political and economic life that breed certain conditions, but it is 
my opinion that not only what the outcome, shall we say, of the McCarthy case, but the 
concomitance of it, the expressions of opinion on the part of American citizens, have all 
indicated that that type of fear is on the way out. 


DR. VALENTINE: Mrs. Carter, I agree with what you say but, to me, the problem goes 
beyond that of forced mental or intellectual conformity. With our free press and our free 
radio and the rest of it, I am far less concerned about that kind of enforced conformity — 
than the kind of conforming we are all doing without knowing we're doing it, because we ar 
leading such identical patterns of lives -- an insidious kind of process which makes us lo 
the imagination to think of being different from anybody else. 


MR. BACK: Yes, I noticed that you said we all take identical vacations -- we America 
do -- and I thought perhaps you might examine what kind of conformity that is and how dan- 
gerous it is. What do you think, Mrs. Carter? 


MRS. CARTER: You know, I've been waiting for that one. I was so sure that it was cc 
ing up that I wrote out what I think about it, Let me put it this way. I think you can ! 
interpret the facts of the situation to fit almost any theory. We hear much today about — 
the standardization of our culture and our dress and our homes and our reading material ar 
our recreations and our vacation habits, Let us look back a bit. When we were a nation ¢ 
so-called rugged individualists were things different? In dress the ladies still all did. 
their best to emlate the fadiions of France. Then they all looked like pictures from 
Godey's lady books, And later, everyone was a Gibson Girl. When the trek towards the Wes 
began, every explorer wore a coonskin cap and when the West was at its most turbulent, ful 
of rugged individualism, every gambler wore a black suit, a white shirt and a black string 
tie and, if he could afford it, several diamond studs and a diamond ring. In the matter ¢ 
dwellings, Cape Cod houses, Philadelphia's and Baltimore's low brick houses with four whit 
stone steps and the innumerable brownstone fronts of New York still stand to remind us of’ 
bygone patterns of similarity. Our children read unpowerful comics today, but at the tu r 
of the century the girls of every family who could afford it were the proud possessors of’ 
the Dinsmore books, The Five Little Peppers and Louisa May Alcott. And the boys all had 
Horatio Alger and, surreptitiously, Nick Carter. I could go on and on, but the point is | 
that these were the habits of a growing nation -- a nation of individualists -= and, ! 
suddenly, similar manifestations have become evidence of "conformity." } 


DR. VALENTINE: On this matter of vacations, it seems to me what Mrs, Carter is reall 
saying, is that because there always have been people who are imitating, who have all hadi 
standard patterns, that, therefore, any conformity today is perfectly all right because 
we've had it in the past. I'd like to reply to that, that according to Dr. Rober Oppen- 
heimer, for whose brilliance of mind in his field I have the highest regard, among others 
we are now living in a very different world -- a world more different from that of the pr 
vious generation than any other generations were from the Year One, Things have accel- 
erated, Commnication influences have vastly speeded up -- along with all the other thin/ 
which you know about. That makes us far more vulnerable to the pressures of conformity | 
180 million people know tomorrow what somebody is thinking, or somebody is. doing or wearin 
today. And, therefore, we are specially vulnerable to the dangers of conformity because 
media through which conformity can be carried on is far greater, Of course, our young pe 
have always been imitative -- they go through that period, I have had three of them who 
two or three years, at times, I've wondered if they were ever going to snap out of it. | 
usually have. I fear that this period of adolescent conformity is now being perpetuated 
that's why I refer to vacations, because so many of us in America take with us ourselves. 
our friends and our patterns when we go on a vacation and don't escape from them at alil| 
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The result is, it isn't a vacation, it's just a continuation in another scene of exactly 
what we're doing and thinking at home, 

| MRS. CARTER: Well, perhaps it is a contimation in another scene. But there is, at 
least, a change of pace in most instances, and I think that vacations are really a change 
of pace, a relaxation and a thing that relaxes the person, I know it's difficult to unwind 
‘for some of us, especially at the pace we Keep in this modern existence, But, what I am 
trying to say is, man is a creature of habit -- I think you will admit that -- and that 

his carrying with him his habits even unto vacation is nothing new. 


\ DR. VALENTINE: I do indeed admit that man is a creature of habit, My only thought is 
this, We are now, I think, in danger of excessive conformity. If we contime the kind of 
‘habit patterns and the kind of civilization which we have moved into in the last twenty 
‘years, I think we are in very great danger -- within another few years -- of finding our- 
selves rather insidiously failing to take the definite opinions which are instinctively in 


our mind, because it will be out of the pattern which we have come to accept. 


MR. BACK: I'd like to go back to your statement, Dr, Valentine, and see if we can't 
get down to some of the specific things. In listing the reasons you think we're becoming 
a nation of conformists you say that centralization of government and the growth of indus- 
‘try is doing it -- education, training people to adjust to things rather than improve or 
show excellence -- perhaps we might look at this question first of "what is centralization 
of government doing to create conformity?" Do you want to go back to that? Mrs. Carter, 
perhaps you want to talk about it? 


MRS. CARTER: I would like to hear what Dr, Valentine means by it. 


DR. VALENTINE: I'm less concerned about centralization of government, which is ob- 
‘Viously a result of the other forces which itself has made government ceritralized, but I 
‘think that centralization of government is, as a result, naturally pouring us out a pattern 
‘which we follow too readily. So far as industry is concerned, it seems to me that this is 
the case. If you look through our magazines or our newspapers, you Will see the advertising 
‘which is very influential on all of us, which really pictures the kind of world in which the 
‘acme and peak of our civilization would be reached if we all owned one or two new this-year's 
‘models of cars, the latest television set and all the other things; we then, given world 
‘peace too, would be reaching the climax of American civilization -- that is the great 
‘American Dream, I submit to you that it is not a very mature dream. Now, those people are 
perfectly right because their economic systems means that mass production of one type of 
standard Ford and one type of standard car of another sort, etc., is efficient for them, 
and their job is to make us think that this is the ideal for us to purchase and for us to 
‘like. Our industrial system, therefore, tends to shape us into a pattern very much, Now 
‘we have drawn upon a system of popular soverignty in which the mass of the people really 

do decide matters. I believe in democracy, but I am wondering if we aren't a little mis- 
interpreting the attitudes and ideals of democracy of Jefferson, Madison, Washington and 
the others, when we feel that democracy and complete equality of habit are the same thing. 

: 


MR. BACK: Dr. Valentine has given you a good deal to go on Mrs, Carter, 


| 

: MRS. CARTER: He has indeed, I'1] start with his last remark, I don't know, and I 
‘wonder if Dr. Valentine knows what Jefferson and Madison and those other estimable gentle- 
‘men. would have thought, or what they would have said, if they had been living in America 
‘today. I think their philosophies were conditioned by the times in which they lived, by 
‘the pace of the life in which they lived. Industrialization has brought Some standardi- 
zation into the lives of American people. It has also brought time for leisure, for thought 
‘and for creative action. There is no force in industrialization itself that can determine 


what the American people do with the additional time that has been given them by the forces 


of American industrialization. 


DR. VALENTINE: Mrs. Carter, you have raised two questions, I don't know just which 
one to deal with, One is whether or not we can understand what was the philosophy of 
Jefferson, Madison and the others at their time. The second question is what would have | 
been their philosophy had they lived today. I don't know what their philosophy would have 
been had they lived today, but I think that anyone who reads carefully can see what their 
philosophy was at the time, and their philosophy at the time certainly was not one which 
advocated the leveling down of the quality values of a few people, in order to adjust them 
selves to the lower quality values of the rest, but a desire to raise the rest to the leve 
of the upper people. 


MRS. CARTER: I think that is absolutely correct. 


DR. VALENTINE: Perhaps the greatest criticism which can be said of our American demo 
cratic culture is it seems to be nip and tuck whether we are leveling up or leveling down, 


MRS. CARTER: This is true, but that, I don't think, is a matter of conformity, nor 4 
matter of pressure towards conformity. That, I think, is a part of the development of a 
country. 


DR. VALENTINE: I wonder if it isn't a measure of conformity because the reason for | 
the leveling down is because the vast majority of people rather object to any evidence of 
superiority or any evidence of quality values which are not popular with them, and those 
pressures become rather heavy upon people. In order not to be criticized they adjust, se 
their children won't come back to them and say "why are we so queer and better than the — 
others that I can't go out and shoot out electric light bulbs like the rest of the boys on 
Halloween?" . 


MRS. CARTER: I really think sometimes that we confuse two things. We confuse con- 
formity with the process of maturity, and this has not reference to the last statement abe 
shooting out electric light bulbs, It has reference to adjustment, and I think that a cou 
try like ours, which has gone through various phases of development, has absolutely at som 
time to assess values, to level off in some direction whether it be up or down, to adjust 
itself to the process of growing up -- and I think part of what we've been saying is de- 
scriptive of the maturing process of America, 


DR. VALENTINE: There I agree with you completely. I can only say I hope the levelir 
is more up and not down, 


MR. BACK: Every week TOWN MEETING awards a twenty-volume set of the American Peoples 
Encyclopedia to the listener who submits the most interesting question on our topic, and 
this week's winner is Ruth Hannas of Cheyenne, Wyoming. I think perhaps you have answered 
it in part. Let me address it to you first, Dr. ‘Valentine. "WHAT IS THE EMOTION BACK OF’ 
THE TENDENCY TOWARD NATIONAL CONFORMITY -- IS IT FEAR -= IS IT COWARDICE -- IS IT SELF- | 
RIGHTEOUSNESS; OR WHAT?" 


DR. VALENTINE: I think that is a question for a psychiatrist or psychologist, or at; 
least a sociologist like David Riesman and his "LONELY CROWD." I'l] take a stab at it as} 
an amateur, In my own opinion, the real basic reason for it is lack of confidence on the: 
part of the individual, If you want to call it fear, you can call it a kind of fear. but; 
actually I think that most of us in America are hesitant to disagree because we aren 't sul 
enough of our opinion and because we aren't sure enough what other people will think of ui 
if we disagree or act differently. 


MRS, CARTER: I can take my cue from a psychologist, Dr. Rollo May, who made a speec 
on Friday night, addressing the YWCA Convention, He pointed out then that anxiety was thi 
basis of all this, and that the anxiety of the American people was not in this age of 
nuclear weapons because of a fear of catastrophe, but becuase of a sense of helplessness | 
and power, and he said that in times of danger the herd instinct is greater, and that 
anxiety is really the thing that is the father to conformity, and that it was this instin] 
to huddle together...... 
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DR. VALENTINE: I'11 go along with that. Y 11 it j j 
; « You ca anxiety -- your psychiatrist 
does -- or lack of self-confidence, anxiety not to put yourself in a SBe Teter lene you 
seem weak seems to me very much like it so I think we are basicially agreed, 
| 


MR. BACK: Dr, Valentine, before we go on, what are some of the things we ought to 
ecnform to? 


DR. VALENTINE: Red and green lights -- health laws -- I think we ought to conform 
to everything which makes for the improved social welfare of the group, but the moment we 
go beyond what is necessary in that, we are impairing the welfare of the group by losing 
that individuality which is essential to the success of the group in a democracy, 


MR. BACK: Dr. Valentine and Mrs, Carter, we'll turn now to the audience questions 
ime the floor here at the Assembly Hall of the YWCA in New York. May I have your question, 
please? 


QUESTIONFR: Dr. Valentine, assuming that conformity is natural in that it is always 
easier to think the way everybody else does, and easier not to think at all, have you 
analyzed the recent trend toward conformist thinking that you speak of, and what do you 
consider the fact that has brought it back? 


DR, VALENTINE: I think, with all their virtues, our improved system of commnication, 
ur media of expression, have contributed toward the conformity. I think that our economic 
system, with all of its values and it has them, which concentrates on producing standard 
oods -- I think that our extreme emphasis on materialism which removes other senses of 
values of the materialistic from us are three of the major contributions. As a former ed- 
acator, retired therefrom, I also have the feeling that our school system is not so mech 
2ngendering humane values and ideals and standards as it should be, because its emphasizing 
vocational preparation and adjustment rather too heavily in proportion, 


QUESTIONER: Mrs, Carter, isn't there an indication of conformity in business trends, 
such as the increase in mergers of banks, grocery chain stores, supermarkets and other 
evidences of standardization? 


MRS. CARTER: Standardization and conformity, in my opinion, are two entirely different 
things. I think that the growth of chain stores and supermarkets is to meet a growing de- 
mand for supplies and necessities to make them more handy. Bank mergers and other such com . 
binations of institutions of that sort are dictated, perhaps, by the fact of the economy of 
ithe time. I do not regard either one as evidence of conformity. 


; DR. VALENTINE: I would like to go briefly on record as saying that there I do, I 
think, disagree with Mrs. Carter, I think that standardization and conformity are related, 
although they are not quite the same thing. 


QUESTIONER: Dr, Valentine, how much is the tendency to conform due to fears aroused 
y the subversion of our language, that is, the attempted capture of words like "peace" and 
"democracy" by the Communists -- and the rigid definitions given words like "loyalty" and 
"treason" by the extremists of the right? 


DR. VALENTINE: I think you have something there. The difficulty is in this war of 

| deologies between two countries, that we each tend to crystalize down into a definite pat- 
tern, each using the same words and trying to define the words in their direction, any 
crystalization down into simple form means the elimination of a great deal that is impor- 
tant. We, therefore, come to think too simply, often too emotionally about these things. 
We are so eager to have a solid front against the potential enemy that sometimes we lose 
Something of the nuances and the importance of thought in over-simplifying our thought and 
accepting cliches along the way, so in a sense your question implies that that may be the 


case, I agree with you. 
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MRS. CARTER: But isn't the very fact that these words -- or cliches as we call them 
-- are used in different connotations, and by meaning different things to different people 
who would turn them to their own interests, again indicative of the fact that this is not. 
conformity? eA | 


DR. VALENTINE: I hope there isn't complete conformity between us and the people who 
are using them another way, 


QUESTIONER: Mrs. Carter, as a group worker with young people, I am concerned about 
the pressure that seems to be put upon young people in groups to conform, to be like the 
rest of them, What can we, as group workers, do to discourage young people -- to think 
constructively and to want to be independent, and to not want to conform to be like the 
rest of the young people in gangs or in their groups? 


MRS. CARTER: I am afraid this is a question I cannot answer, The matter of young 
people having a tendency to conform, particularly adolescents and teenagers, has been with 
us a very long time, and it's a subject of mch work. We've got to keep working at it, 
and by our examples and inspirations in an attempt to stir the imagination and by trying 
to force interest in creative things, help to overcome it. 


QUESTIONER: We would like to know how to organize some kind of groups that would — | 
teach young people to want to think constructively -- to put the same kind of value on want 
ing to do the right things that they put on wanting to do the wrong thing. 3 

MRS. CARTER: I think that would require a long discussion and I think some day ma | 
you and I could talk over that personally. 


economic reprisal for an unpopular view. What can you suggest to do to combat this? 


QUESTIONFR: Dr. Valentine, the obvious general cause of conformity is the fear of . 
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DR. VALENTINE: I think that the fear of economic reprisal is one cause -- I can't © 
agree with you that it is the major cause -- so first I must say that I think, as I have 
tried to say, the insidious pressures to conform which we ourselves create are far more 
dangerous thaneconomic pressures to conform, although I agree that they exist. It seems _ 
to me that the latter are on their way out and that the laboring man now has devices whi 
enable him, fairly effectively, in most places to express his point of view, at least col. 
lectively, if his fellow workers agree with him, fairly effectively, That doesn't mean I 
think the industrial situation is perfect, but I am less concerned about forceful pressur: 
-- forceful obvious pressure from outside -- than I am upon insidious pressures from with 
our own society, with the very group here which is discussing conformity, for example. 


QUESTIONER: JI wonder if Mrs, Carter could add to this because I would like some cl 
on it. I raise the question of economic reprisal because unpopular beliefs can cause the 
loss of a job -- that's why I am raising the question so I can make it clear, Perhaps y 
can answer the question, I don't think it has been fully covered. 


MES. CARTER: I don't think I can answer more adequately. I think that economic re 
prisal can perhaps be one factor, as Dr, Valentine said, in such situations, but I do no 
think that that is fundamentally a part of one of the basic questions which we are debati 


QUESTIONER: Mrs, Carter, don't most young Americans consider conformity a "must" 
becoming popular and socially acceptable? ; 


MRS. CARTER: I am afraid the vast majority of young Americans do, and that was why 
I made the statement that I made at the very close of my discussion with Dr. Valentine 
because not only for a nation but for individuals, maturity is rejecting some of the thi 
to eee we have conformed, and accepting other patterns, and conforming to patterns of | 
morality. 
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DR. VALENTINE: May I just add very briefly that I don't think we Du Ene to blame the 
joung people primarily for this business because they look at society, and they see that it 
jays to conform -- that conformity is in the air -- and so far as the conformity of our 


jider people are concerned, I suggest again that perhaps they haven't gained, developed very 
juch toward maturity than the young. 


QUESTIONER: Dr, Valentine, we are seeking as allies countries such as Spain, a dicta- 
jorship; England, a monarchy; and even Tito, a professed Communist -- all differing from 
jur democratic form of government. Is this conformity good or bad? 


DR. VALENTINE: I didn't know that that alliance could be called conformity, any more 
jhan diversity, but I am not the State Department and couldn't very well comment upon it, 


xcept to give my personal impression that necessity sometimes is forced to make strange 
ledfellows, 


QUESTIONER: Mrs, Carter, does not the fact that there is separation of church and 
tate in America, as well as a wide variety of religious faiths and denominations, does that 
ot prove that we are not becoming a nation of conformists, at least in the field of religion? 


MRS. CARTER: I think you are quite right and in my original statement I tried to point 
jut as evidence of the fact that we were not becoming a nation of conformists the fact that 
ur religions and our very diversified religions were being zealously guarded by the people 
hom they affected, 


DR, VALENTINE: I quite agree, particularly if all the people who profess their 
eligions really take them seriously, 


QUESTIONER: Dr. Valentine, isn't there great danger in the tendency to blame and 
shame anyone who invokes the Fifth Amendment. Isn't this a valuable and important safe- 
fuard to our Bill of Rights, aside from the connotation of Communism taint? 


DR. VALENTINE: Yes, 


QUESTIONER: Mrs. Carter, are not recent senatorial elections of South Carolina and 
Iregon excellent indications that at least some of the nation's voters are tending towards 
independence in their politics, rather than conformity? 


| MRS. CARTER: I know about the senatorial elections of Oregon, and I suppose I know 
Nbout South Carolina but they have sort of escaped by mind -- I would say yes, 


| QUESTIONFR: Mrs. Carter, please comment on this and give your interpretation of the 
“ollowing statement in the YWCA Convention Workbook, "The development of a teenage cul- 
Mure as a result of the need of youth to be like one another, but to be different from 
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MRS. CARTER: I think we've said something about that throughout this program and I 
ion't think I can elaborate on it any further, Again, I would say to you that that would 
sake a very long time to interpret that statement. 


QUESTIONER: Dr. Valentine, do you think the teachers in our public schools are free 
50 express themselves independently on issues? 


DR. VALENTINE: I wish I knew more thoroughly all the public school system, I do not 
think that all the teachers feel free to express themselves freely on all subjects. a 

shink that's a very dangerous thing in educational systems. Whether it is being improved or 
it is getting worse I simply do not know -- but to whatever extent it exists, it is a very 


and harmful thing. In my own experience with professors in colleges and uni- 
stick, Thad the apeRSaeton that many of them had far more freedom than they thought they 
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had. In other words, had they expressed themselves firmly and clearly they would not = 
have encountered difficulties or pressures from society, or from trustees which would have 
hurt them, There were and are, of ‘course, some institutions where that is not the case. 
In other words, I think it is a two-handed sword. It exists. Also, I think there is now 
an alarming tendency, for natural reasons, to be a little more afraid in some cases, than 
they need to be, and that possibly their differing comments might even be welcomed and 
valued in a community. 


QUESTIONER: Mrs, Carter, I come from a.part of the country where, and I'm not talk- 
ing about teenagers, I'm talking about adults, where being a non-conformists is synonymous 
with being a crackpot. How can we cenvince friends, other than by setting an example where 
we can, that this is not true? 


MRS. CARTER: I'd like to draw a rather obvious parallel. I think maybe if you try 
hard enough you can. We are told that there are something less than 7 million Communists 
in Russia and yet, by perpetuating an ideology they hold over 190 million people in complet 
enslavement, slaves to an idea and an ideology and a way of life. I said that in the YWCA 
in the United States there are approximately 3 million people dedicated to the idea of pro- 
gress and non-conformity., There are several millions like us. Surely by our precepts and 
our work, we can serve as a leaven for a population of about 165 million to lead us euay 
from conformity and the idea that people who are different are crackpots, I believe it : 
be done and I believe that this is a problem which faces America today. ' 

DR. VALENTINE: Since I have been talking on this subject, and since I was a professor 
once anyhow, I am admittedly a queer in many circles, Certain businessmen and other frienc 
will remind me occasionally that I am a professor and I know just what they mean. They mee 
you're talking silly balderdash which is abstract and not practical, I tell them that is — 
what a professor is for. To comment on that question, I think the only thing which any of’ 
us can do who are concerned about the success of conformity is just as sincerely as we cant 
try to be ourselves with integrity without, of course, stepping on the other fellow's toes: 
in his rights, It may sometimes be expensive and painful, but I think it's got to be done: 


QUESTIONER: Mrs, Carter, do you think there are enough liberal members in the DAR 
will be brave enough to be non-=conformists? 


MRS. CARTER: I am afraid I'm not very familiar with the membership of the DAR. 


QUESTIONER: Mrs, Carter, would not devotion to the welfare of all peoples expressed 
by their support of the United Nations effectively help to combat the trend towards con- 
formity? If so, what opportunities for active participation in the programs would you sug 


MRS. CARTER: JI think I can answer the first part of this question by simply saying 
yes, The last part I don't think I could undertake to answer, 


QUESTIONER: Dr. Valentine, what can we do to prevent conformity if it is as terribl 
for us mentally as you say it is? j 


DR. VALENTINE: Try not to conform, I think it is a matter of values, I think we 
a little lax in our ethical values and our spiritual values in this country, and I think 
til we have certain values and standards which we hold up a little more firmly and a litt 
more highly than at present, as a whole, as a nation, we won't get very far in fighting ca 
formity, You've got to measure it by something and we are throwing away our measuring ro 


MRS. CARTER: I think that is one thing on which we can both agree, 


QUESTIONER: Dr, Valentine, don't you think that this discussion, with the varied 
participation by so many of the audience, indicates some break from conformity? 


DR. VALENTINE: Yes, I expected that here, 


MR. BACK: Thank you, Mrs, Carter and Dr. Valentine, for your interesting discussion. 
Our thanks also to the YWCA, especially Mrs. Louisa Hager, Director of Public Information. 
and Henriette K. Harrison, Consultant on Radio and Television. 
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